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ABSTBACT • * 

In a study whiclC iBirestigated whether there was bias 
in assigning students to special educational services, 199 t|Bachei:s 
fros different ethnic backgrounds responded to a specially 
constructed case history in which the ethnic background o£ the, 
student was varied, by indicating whether they felt the. youngster 
could be aaintained in a classrooa, or should be referred f9r t ' 
specialized services. Besults indicated (H'no evidence for' bias 
according td the youngster's Ethnic background, ^2) differences in 
the incidence oC referral by. ethnic background of the teacher, and 
(3) an interaction which indicated that teachers tended to refer 
students whose ethnic backgroiind- was identical to their own less 
frequently than they did youngsters of other ethnic backgrounds, 
(Author) ' 'i^ ' 
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Bias In the Refefral of'^Chfldren to Special Services 



^The^^field of special education has received enormous impd^s 
Jn rac^nt years from the'passage of federal legislation^ providing * 
Increases Jn specialized educational services in the schools. The 
purpose or the present ^tudy was .to Investigate whether minority 

students areyieferred for such services m9re frequently than others, 
and to determtfve whether teachers from various ethnic backs^^ounds 
differ irf the frequency with which they i n i t late *such referrals, , 
Finally, the Interaction between -ethni c background of stud^flts 
referred and teachers making^ the referrals was "also examined. 

There is evidence to suggest that children from minority socio- 



economic backgrounds are referred.fqr special educational services 
rrfere frequently than are othe r 'students . Tucker(»1980) studied a ^arge 
racially represerttari ve sample^'f 50 schools (involving over ^6,000 - 
stuSeil^ \ln the Southwestern United States for an eight year oeViod 
during which ^special education programs' were developed In thes^ % 

districts. Tucker's- data suggest that there is i larger proportion* of 

. . ^ , . ^- ^ ^ ^ 

blacks in learn ing* di s^bled <:lasses tftal^ c#iparable 'groups , leading to 
an increasingly'djsproportioWle Rumbe? of(^blacks in special ^ucation 
cl.a'sses in general. ^ * ' ^ • • 

Lletz And Gregory (1978) investigated the ^incfd^nce and type of Vf 
referrals to a mul t "^^d iscf pj Inary team. S ignf f icantly more black 
children w^re, referred to .the office than were white children, but no 



differences between ra^.es were found for special education referrals.' 
It was reasoned that office referrals reflected/ the .teacher's judgement . 
that discipl inary -action was required, whereas referrals, to the multf- 
disciplinary team ieplied speci^Sl ed.ircation placement. Tl^se two'fjeld. ' 
stadies, then, suggest that fni nori ty childt-^ were^ referred nxjre 
frequently for specialized services. » , 

Matuszek and OaRland (1979) investigated recommendations 'for special 
services made by 76 teachers and 53--psycho1ogists using f icti tioul^ case 
hfstorfes-of 106 ch'ildren. Demographic, behavioral, and individual difr 
ference information was used to generate these hi^^ories, * Each of their 
subjects \^s asked to read ten or eleveYi case studies and make recom- ' 
mendat ions regarding appropriate placement for the individual described 
in the case history. Matuszek and Oakland found thajj'^th teac'herS) and 
school psychologists did not consider racial-ethnic characteristics as 
important as other factors when making recommendations for placemeTit in' 
specfal classes or to special schools. Q-iesbrecht and Routh' (1979) found 

* • • 

evidence of bias in the opposite di rection, 't-hat is, ^lerfientary school 
teachers expected more favorable edutatjona'l progress and less n^ed for 
special help for black children and for thpse children of less "educated . 
parents that for white* chi Idren, o^ 'chilAren of weM- educated parents. 
, ' The studies reporting evidence of bias were based on 'att'ual referral 
information while the investigation reporting no evidence of, bias used ' 
specially prepared case history material.. It wojrld' -appear that the type 
of control's required to investigate the prob.lem of a disproportionate 
incidence of referral to speci,a 1 ize^( educational, services for minority^ 
school children are'di ff ioul fto set upMn the. day to day life o^^"e' 



classroom: When actual referral records are utilized there are in- , ' • 
superable problems of impbsi ng appropriate controls. For example, it 
is impossible to select youngsters f^bm different socio-economic and 
, ethnic backgrounds whose behaviors are .equal ly .at varfance vij th accepted ' 
school s'tan<Jards and whd are equally well know^to teachers. The careful^ 
controls to be obtained by systematically varying- an artificial case ^ 
fiistory, therefore, suggest that such a strategy may well be the,optimal 
one for investigating this problem. » • - 

^Previous studies of bias in referrals to special servi ces-' empJoy i ng * 
specially, prepared case histories did ,r>ot find evider(ce for bias Against 
minority youngsters. In orderto follow, up the apparent "di screpancy be- 
twe^n .these findings and those utilizing actual referral information it - 
was -decided to ' investigate a number of related* questions : J) To clarify 
previous findings, will youngsters from minority ba'ckgrounds 'be , ref^'rred 
for specialized services more frequently than o'^eV students?' 2) Will 

there be difference* in. the instance of referral to spfecialized services 

» ' . • ' ■ . ' ' * 

attributable to the teacher's ethnic background? and 3) Will there be "\y 

any interaction between thp student's and teacher's ethnic background? 
Previous studies had. not investigated the effect of teacher ethnic back- 
ground systematically, and no invest i gat ion has studied the interaction 
between teacber and studeat ethnic backgrounds. ^ 

' Method 

A case history was ^prepared In such a manner that the youngster's 
ethMC background could be easily varied. The history was then administered 
to teachers of different ethnig background! who were asked whether the young- 
ster should be refei\red' to specialized, educational ser\ 




# 



Procedure ( 

- 

A case history of a 16 year old male youngs'ter in the 10th grade 
• 2 

was- prepared. He was described asvperforming about a year below grade^ 
l6vel while in elementary schools, and as having difficulty foll^owing • 
directions, spelling words and performing mathernatical calculations 
in 10th grade. Hi addition, he was reported to" be verbal ly and physically 
abusive. ^ . • 

The same case Jii story was presented to all 'teachers, and altered 
in only one respect: Oii the first line the youngster's ethnic background 
was described as either being: black, Hispanic, white or no' ethnic identi- 
fication was supplied. At the end of the vignette respondents were ^sked 
. 'a, variety of questions regarding appropriate treatment for the youngster. 
Among 'these were the following questions, which were^comb ined to forp the 

J dependent variable of.Jhls lnvesrtlgat|on: "The student i^'s best ^ajjght 
in a- regular class room. »» .A^&ther question asked^M woald refer the 
student for StpeciaT educg^tj^nal services.'* Both questions were answered 
on a four point Likert Scale ranging from "completely disagree' to "completely 
agree." In'addition, teachers' responding to th6 vignette were* asked to 

^ supp^yra variety of identifying l|iograph i cal data, including their own 
.ethnic backg/oiipd-* I 
^ The. four versions of the' vlginette were randomly administered to all 
teachers. That is, any teacher hadi an equal chance of receivnig the same 
vjgnette in each, of the 'foUr versions.' ' * ' ( ^ 

" Subjects '\ \. ; • ; ' ^ , • • / ! 

A total of 199 teachers^ r^espooded anonymously to the questions 

* \ ' ' ' \ ' 
based on 4fhe case histbry; 8l of these teachers were black, 31 Hispanic, 

'< ^> 1 ' ' 

and 87 white. The teachers were recruited from graduate education classes. . 

t 

aad f roiryfaci/Uy meetings* 'in a vaurety^ o^ schools. 



Results and Discussion 



The dependent variable had^'a range of 2*-8 points, and scores were 
transformed so that the high scores Indl carted ^at respondent^ f^it the 
yc^ngster should be referred for specialized services, and low scores 

• I 

meant that he should be maintained In a regular classroom. 



insert Table I about here 



' Table 1 shows the means standard deviations, and number TrfS:ases 

categorized by ethnllc background of teacher -and student ethnic Identi- 

* * 

ficatlon. 'The -data were then submlttjed to a- 3 (teacher's raee ■ black, 

~ " » 

Hispanic, wh^ te) ,X k (student ' s. background =» black, Hispanic, wh-lte, and 
no ethnic background) analysis of variance. That analysis indicated 
thlit there" i^re no' differences on th^ dependent variable afnong the. 

« * ♦ # 

various student .Identifications. ( F_ - 1.17). There were significant, ^ - 

differences among the three ethnic grbups of" teachers with respect to the 

dependent variable ( F' - 10.11;' df^- 2, 187; £<.01). The data In Table 1 

show that teachers of Hispanic background had higher preference for 

maintaining the student In the'class room while white teachers tended to 

recommend special education. The Scheffe procedure indicated that Scores * 

i 

of white teachers were significantly different fromJthO«e of the bla'jck 
*and Hispanic teachers (£C05) . * • • 

^ The Interaction between 'student I dent If ici(: I on and teacher ethnip 
background was also significant ( F * 3.^2; df_ - 6, 187; £<:01j,^ Comparisons 
computed on t^e data In Table 1 indicate that regapdless of their o^n ' 
ethnicity teachers tended to refer students from ethnic backgrounds other 
than the<r own npre>y equently f<3r specialized educatlpnaf servldas than 



they referred the ybungster If he was Identified as belonging to their 

. owrt.ethnic group. 'Black teachers, for example, were less likely to 

refer the youth for; spectallzed services whect he was Identified as 

being- black than when he was described as being white or Hispanic 

« 

'(IF"8.20; df_-l, 77; £'/.0l). Similar tendencies were shown"; by tests, 

for Kispanic teachers (F-5.72; df- 1,27; £<J^.05) and for'white teachers 

— — . ^ 

(F.-5-.32; df-1, 83; £^.05). 

The results of thfs study are similar to those of Matussezek and 

Oakland (1979) and those of Giesbre<;Kt and Routh (1979) in finding no 

evidence of bias In the referral of youngsters tc^ special educational 

services simply along ethnii: lines. On the other hand, data reported 

from field ba'^ed investigation, (Tucker, I98O; Lietz^=& Gregory,, 1978) > 

reported that minority youngsters are actually referred more frequently 

for such services than students from majority e^thn I c' backgrounds. 

Previous results may be less contradictory than would first appear. 
^ • 

Children from minority e'thnlt backgrounds *may,^ as a result <jf poverty and/or 
values prevalent In their ethnic' group, experience greater difficulties in ' 
schools oriented to middle class values than do majority youngsters. Further- 
more, teachers may be unfamyljar with the values of the minority group, and 
'hence regard behavior which Is quite 'appropriate within the minority culture' 
as being ina^ropriate in thfe middle class culture of" the schools. Thus, 
for both of these reasons, minority youngsters may be referred more frequently 

for specialized servjces sirtce their behavior is ^t variance with school 

• 4 ^ 

standards, though, there is no specific bias against their particylar ethrric - 

grqup by the referring teachers. The results of th'ls "investigation, and 



I- 



their consistency wtth other- experimental studies, compared to the- in- 
consistency of field based Investigations sup^rt such an interpretation. 

The findings of this study do not confirm suppositions that teachers 
wITl, In^general, refer more minor i ty youngsters for. s'pecr^l ized educat lonal 
services than comparable youngsters belonging to ma jor i ty^ethn I'c grocips. 
Instead this study reveals a more subtle phenomenon.. T>ere*appears • * 
to be a strong tjsndency among teachers to be pos i t i yelyC^b iased when they 
evaluate the behavioral problems of youngsters belonging to the teacher's 
own group. The boy described rn the case history in this study tended 
to be referred for special services more(f requently when he was^dant if ieci 
as belonging to an ethnic group d|/fere*it from that of the responding 
teacher. 

The reasons for the pres'int findings 5re difficult to Interpret- 

One possibl*l interp?fetation of the resuUs is that teachers tend . 

to be biased in favor of the ethnic group JO which ^they belong, compared 

• to other, groups. On the other hand, teacher's may be mdre aware of the 

mores and acceptable behavior of their own ethnic grou^ and, hence, j-udge 
• Ik 

it as being less Serious t^an that of groups with which they are not so 
familiar. ^It remains for furlker research to clarify the difference between 
these^^posed explanations.' 

The conditions of this investigation impose, some caution on the 
generalizations to be made from this study, ^here were relatively few 
(n»31) yispanic teachers i^ the present sample, hence care should be taken 
\r\ drawing implications from the findings applicable to this group. Further- 
more, all of the subjects were recruited from the New -York Cfty metropolitan 
area, * Many* of these teachers were employed in schobls in which the' student 

populatiorv was heavily composedof minorities while'the majority of teachers 

/ 

tended to be white. The judgement of teachers, and th&ir perception of the 



/relationships among stLdents and between, stljdents and teachers may'have v 
been affected by^these variables to some unknovfi ^degree. jRepl ication in * 
areas where there are different student' and teacher ethni*c ratios would 

• : ' 

be helpful in generalizing these^ findings to other areas. 
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' Footnotes 



1. A report on this research was presented at the annual convention 
of the American Educatfonal Research AssociatfgnV Los Angeles, 

April ^1981. Preparation of this paper was supported by the Institute 
for Researcf^^d Development fn Occupational Education, Center for 
the Advanced Study of Educa'tion, City Unlvd^rsity of New .York. 
Requests for reprints should be sent to the senior ^author at tht ' • 
Institute, ^33 West ^2nd%€treet, New York? NY 10036. - ] , 

2. The case history^and related materia^ utilized In this study, • 
and complete tables of results have be^ deposited with the ERIC 
docmewtatfion system. ^ • 
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TABlLE J 



J 



'•4 



Number of Cas^s, Means an^' Standard 
. , Deviations for All Groups 




■ 4 



Student 



- . Jdentrfication 



Teacher J dent I fi cat ion 
Black . HlspafNC^' ,Whhte 



Row 
Total 





N ■ 
M 

. SD 


.22 

3.91 
■ 1-5 


1 

•3 

i 5-.00 J 
3. -00 


* 19. 

». 5.6'3 - 
2.2' 


4.73 

■ 2.1" 


.Hispanic 


N 
M 
SO 

r 


20 
'1.5 


10 ' 

3r2o - 

1.2- 

• 


i2 
6.00; 
2.0. 


52 * 
■ 5.00 
2.0 ■ I 


White^ 


, M ■ 


20- 
5.90 


6 . ' • 
5.00'-- 


it. 83 
2.1 • 

• 


' 50 

5.28- 
'2.0 

» 


^>|te Race 


; .'N 

SD 


. 2.1 

<• 


12 

^t.oo' 


22 
6.23 
^ 1.7 . 


53 
5.25 
2.0 














C^l urnn 
Tot^l v »i 


N 

M 

■ SD 


81 . 
4.85 
1 .9 


31 ' ■ 




— L^Mi.^ ^ 

199 

. 5^08 . '\ 
2.00 ' 




\ 
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i^* TABLE 2 , 

» < 



^ Analysis of Variance of Depende 


r\t VariabO^ 

T 




% 

Soujife 


.df Ml 


in Square 


L 


^tudent Ethnic ID (S) 


•J 


4.03 * * 


1.17 


Teacher Ethnic Status (T) 




a^.93" 


IQ.l 1* 


> S X T 

r , 


6 


11.82 ' 


3*. 4 2* 


^Error 
•> 


187 


3.45 




Total ^ 


♦98 
■«»» , 


4:0J2 





*P <.01 



\ 
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Case Study y- ^ ^ ' 

Direc|E:ions : Please read the d^se study below. Then answer the 

-.question^^ that 'follow. You inay believe th'at more 

i.nformation is required but use your best judgment 
ft * ' 

to respond anyway . Do not write your name pr any 
•identifying marks on these paper's, 

^ 5 p ^ ^— 

Charles E. is a 16^ ^ear old *White male student enrolled 

in a regular tenth grade senii)r#high school program. He lives in 

. ' } 

a four room apartment with his 'mother and' two old-er siblings. His 

^ • ' ' ' ' 

mother is homem^ker and his father a cafeteria worker. His school 
record through the first six^grades shows that at the end of the 
sixtli' grade he waS redding at the 5.0 level in. r ead ing • skil 1 s , ^ 
4,7 %ji reading comprehension* and 4.3 in ar,ithm«tic calculations. 
He- read^ hesitantly and frequently uses ' context clues to guess at 
wordjs he does not know. 

He appears to have a disorder in the area of understand- 
ing spoken langu'age wklch interferes with h^is ability to listen 
to verbal directions, spell words and perform mathematical calcu- 
lationar, ^ According to the ej^Mientary school anecdotal records 

■ _ ■ • \ ' ■' 

*Ethnic background was changed also to read Black, Hispanic and 
No Race indicated 



15- 

•13'. 



hi^ behavior was described a^y^erbally and -HftKysic^l^y abusive 1>o- 
ward other children an<i teacher/te. When r epriJA'Tideil- %ot classrocfm 
misbehavior, he frequently ^yelled , 'screanlecl'*ilft Cursed at the tea- 
•ch^r. In gym he frequently refuse^ to share .equipment with the 



other children. On occas^-on he vould^hrow chairs ^nd other things 

• if 

at teafhers ^nd others. He was repoOtd.t-o work well when he first 

^ . ^ ' • a ^ * 

came to sd*hool 'in' the morning and-, immediately .after lunch. In his 
records there are indicatioiys of slf'ort period^ of time when he is 
engage*d in quiet a^ctivities ' 



0 i 



Que,stionair e - ^' ^ 

Directions ' ' , 

You have jusV rea^' the case study of a tenth grade dhild. Please 
respond to every quest ion .below. Alttiough you may believe that 
there is not Enough, information provided, make a gue%s anyway. 



Mark -your answer' direct Ty on the sheet provided^ -Circle the 
appropriate answer on th^e. rating sheet provided beloV each item. 



1 

Comple tely 
Di4M£ree 




G e ner ally 
DiCag 



G^^ner ally 
gree 



, - Completely 
' Agree 



1, This student's overall intellectual abil ity» is , probably in the 

* A) ^ilow-aVer B) taj^er - cf) br , aver^ D) superior ^ E) don't 
*^ange range range . range know 

2, This student is b.est taught in a regular classro\)m 



1 

Completely 
D a g r e e 



Generally 
' Disagree 



General ly 
Agree 



Cpmpletely * 
Agree 



3, This student is experiencing normal developmental' problems, « 

1 2.3 4 ~ 

Completely Generally • Generally Completely 

Disagree " Disagree Agr^e Agree 

4, "A* regular classroom teacher can help this student without refer- 



ral to a specialist. 



Completely 
Disagree 



'1 

Generally 
Disagree 



Generally 
Agree 



Completely 
Agree 



ERIC 
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5. This student's behavior i^s result of a leariying 'disability 



1 

CpmpTetely 
Disagree 



Generally 
Disagree 



3 

G-en^e rally 
Agree 



ariying d isabil 



Completely 
'A%jt e e 



6. I wo^ld refer this studerit for Speci^al Education .seTvic'es 



I • • • : 2^ 

Completely , \ Generally 
Disagree * Disagreed 

e V 



^ Generally 
Agree 



7. This student 
1 

Comj)letely 
Disagree 



evereiy disturbed. ^ 



. 2 ' ' 
Generally 
Disagree 



V 3 
Generally 
Agree 



Compje-tely 
A^r ee 



Completely 
Agree 
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